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Chapter 4

The Obstacles of the Organisation

Valerie Pratt

I

ncreasing emphasis is being placed on
workplace culture and its relationship to
organisational change, and certainly many
significant changes have occurred in
workplaces throughout Australia over the
last 10 to 15 years.

All sectors have been subject to reform agendas, and
legislation aimed at developing fairer employment
practices. Highly publicised cases of sexual harassment
(in the public, private and higher education sectors as
well as in politics), the growing recognition of the need
for quality child care, and greater understanding of the
nexus between work and family responsibilities, are
just three examples of significant changes affecting the
culture of the workplace.

Despite such advances, the culture of an organisation
often remains the most formidable obstacle to genuine
change. Too often one sees the latest consultant’s
package taken off the shelf, and used as a simplistic
panacea for the latest organisational problem. Without
understanding its potential impact on organisational
culture and structures, such methods are doomed to
failure — superficial at best and dangerous at worst.
They can give the false impression of doing something
constructive in the short term, but unless incorporated
into the culture, benefits are short lived.

Recent research indicates that major inroads into
workplace culture, especially as it affects women, have
yet to be made - a matter I will come to shortly. Cer-
tainly, this is the essence of the recent Karpin Report
Enterprising Nation, in trying to prepare Australia’s
workplace for the next decade.

Changing a culture is, of course, an extremely diffi-
cult and protracted exercise, even when objectives are
clear, the climate is favourable, and commitment from
the top unquestionable. By its very nature, culture is
reflected in the structures, rituals, practices, policies
and values often unquestioned by those already as-
similated into the system. In diverse and geographi-
cally dispersed organisations cultural lag is often
inevitable. Parts of an organisation will change at
different rates for different reasons. Old beliefs and
ideas relevant to a previous era and integrated into the
psyche of employees are sometimes still reinforced and
rewarded by the corporate culture.

Such ideas cannot simply be removed by mere
administrative fiat. Even with the best endeavours,
estimates of the time frame in which organisational
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change occurs suggests a five-to-10-year period. Once
truly embedded, an organisational culture can be so
inflexible as to be detrimental to effective functioning
unless adequate resources are made available for the
change process, especially reformulation of values,
education and monitoring.

Let me give a few examples of cultures which have
not fostered desirable change.

Case 1

In the early 1980s, CSR diversified into the
energy business, particularly oil and gas. Of the other
more established divisions sugar was the most domi-
nant, the most prestigious, the oldest and the division
from which the chief executive always came. Diversify-
ing into the oil and gas industry meant absorbing a
new industry culture peopled by petroleum engineers,
geologists, geophysicists, drilling operators and
“roughnecks”, all with international experience of
different cultures and values. They did not readily
accommodate the CSR values, largely shaped by the
sugar division with its history of “colonization”, nor fit
into its existing structures and policies.

The initial attempt to assimilate the oil and gas
division was abandoned for the more appropriate
approach of integration, where differences were toler-
ated within broad policy guidelines. However, it was
an uneasy cultural mix, which coupled with economic
factors, led to the sale of the division within a few
years.

Case 2

Within an organisation, strong and independent
subcultures can sometimes be counterproductive to its
overall functioning, and to the customers it serves. A
graphic case study comes from the recent review of
family support services within the Department of
Defence.

Family support for members of the Defence Forces is
crucial given the nature of the job - long and irregular

_hours, no recourse to industrial action, a high degree of

geographic mobility and disruption to families. Ninety
per cent of defence force families have moved within
the last four years compared with 42 per cent of the
general community. Housing, until the late 1980s, was
very poorly located and substandard.






